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Abstract
As a study destination Australian universities operate in a competitive international market for
full fee paying international students. In order to be successful it is vital that universities, like
any other business, address issues of customer satisfaction. Using the expectations/perceptions
paradigm this study examines the gap between pre-choice expectations and post-choice
perceptions and the resulting satisfaction levels of international postgraduate students from
four Asian countries studying in Victorian universities. The study concludes that although the
students, in general, appear to be relatively satisfied with the university as a study destination,
students' perceptions remained far below expectations across all factors and variables
investigated. The study also found that there were significant variances in the expectations
and perceptions among students from different countries, suggesting that the impact of culture
on the decision-making behaviour of students requires further investigation.
Introduction
With the growth of international students (DEETYA 1998, IDP 1999) and the intense
competition among universities in Australia to attract and retain full fee paying students,
increasing the post choice satisfaction levels of students has become a critical success factor.
Australian universities conduct regular studies to gain an understanding of specific issues of
interest to respective institutions but comparative analysis of post-choice behaviour of
international students is limited.
The aim of this paper is to determine the relative satisfaction levels of international
postgraduate students from four Asian countries on the university as a study destination by
analysing the gap between pre-choice expectations and post-choice perceptions.
University education is a service and a high involvement choice decision. In these choice
decisions, customers rely heavily on psychological inputs such as expectations, which play a
crucial role in framing satisfaction evaluations. The evaluation of the quality and performance
of the choice of a service, like university education, takes place only after experiencing it
because they have limited tangible cues before choice. The perceptions formed during this
evaluative process are key indicators of customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction (CS/D). In this
paper, the terms, pre-choice expectations and post-choice perceptions are used in the above
context
The paper draws on the expectations/perceptions paradigm based on the Servqual instrument
(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1985, 1991 & 1994). This paradigm postulates that
customer satisfaction is related to the size and direction of disconfirmation, which is defined
as the difference between an individual’s pre-purchase (pre-choice) expectations (or some
other comparison standard) and post-purchase (post-choice) performance of the product or
service as perceived by the customer (Anderson, 1973; Oliver, 1980).
Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) is used as a statistical tool to analyse students'
expectations and perceptions under five factors: education standards and facilities, student
support, prestige and image, customer value and information and guidance.
Literature Review
Although there has been extensive research on satisfaction, only a small proportion of it
focuses on services such as education. Compared to the work done in the choice phase of the
decision making process, the research on post-choice satisfaction in international education is
also limited.
Past research has identified a number of factors influencing the choice of study destination by
international students.  Lawley (1993, 1994, & 1998) and Lawley and Blight (1997)
summarised these choice factors and their decision-making models highlighted 20 possible
variables influencing the intended choice of destination in terms of a country and university.
The majority of these studies tend to focus on the undergraduate students and did not focus on
postgraduate students.
Moreover, very limited studies exist in the area of post-choice decision-making process of
international students in Australia and particularly at postgraduate level. Burke (1986)
reported on the experiences of undergraduates at the University of NSW, DETYA (1992,
1994) on the first year experiences of undergraduate students, Hausler et al (1995) on the
experiences of overseas students studying at a Victorian university, AEIF (1997) on the level
of satisfaction with a number of factors such as institutional arrangements and campus
facilities, and The University of Waikato (1997) on service quality and academic
performance.  Similar studies were done by Halstead et al (1994) on the alumni satisfaction
with college education, Tomovick et al (1996) on the influence of service quality perceptions
of international students in US business schools and Kwan (1999) on student ratings of
university teachings in relation to course characteristics. All these studies were related to
undergraduate students.
Research conducted at the postgraduate level was on specific issues such as supervision, skills
development, intellectual climate, infrastructure and clarity of goals and expectations
(DETYA 1999), international student policies (Chen 1999), multiple teaching quality factors
on course and instructor satisfaction (Guolla 1999), and quality and standing of the MBA
program (Louw et al 2001). None of these studies, however, have attempted a comparative
analysis of the pre and post-choice decision making behaviour of students from different
countries of origin.
Research Design and Methodology
A total of 2244 questionnaires were mailed to postgraduate students from Asia studying in six
universities in Victoria. The number of usable questionnaires received was 477 achieving a
response rate of 21.2 percent. However, given the focus in this paper on four countries of
origin (China, India, Indonesia and Thailand) and some of the student groups were over-
represented, the size of the sample for this study was reduced to approximately equal size
employing a systematic random sampling approach (Hair et al 1995).  A sample of 312
subjects is therefore considered here.
The Questionnaire and Data Analysis
The questionnaire was designed to measure the gap between student responses on
expectations and perceptions of the university as a study destination on a seven point Likert
scale. The responses were sought on 36 statements representing aspects of the operations and
services of the university under desired (ideal) expectations of choice and post-choice
perceptions. The desired expectations are considered to have a better explanatory power than
the predictive expectations used by many researchers (Spreng et al 1996). The statements
were presented under the section on expectations with the introductory phrase to read as "the
university of my choice would have…..", followed by the variables on which responses were
sought and the same statements were repeated under post-choice perceptions as "the
university of my choice has ……". The variables associated with these statements were
constructed with input from the literature and focus group studies.
Using SPSS, all variables were tested for inter-item reliability and consistency of the
questionnaire and Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients were calculated. Factor analysis was
performed on the data to identify the communalities of the variables and these resulted in five
factors - Education standards and facilities, Support services, Image and prestige, Customer
value and Information and guidance, which were used to identify variances between groups,
pairwise and multiple comparisons with post-hoc procedures focussing on Tukey HSD and
Tamhane methods.
No analysis was conducted in this study on the differences between universities based on the
assumption that such differences, if any, would be insignificant. It is proposed, however, to
address these issues in future work.
Key Findings
Table 1 summarises the key factors responsible for creating satisfaction and dissatisfaction
among International postgraduate students from Asia as demonstrated by the gap between
expectations and perceptions. The factors showed a very strong correlation between the
variables with individual values ranging from 0.587 to 0.847 with a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) measure of sampling adequacy consistently over 0.8. The factor loadings were also
consistently high ranging between 0.8002 and 0.9406.
The expectations showed a consistently high rating averaging above 6 except in the case of
information & guidance (5.8). The ratings on perceptions averaged around 4.8 with student
support (4.7) and information & guidance (4.2) portraying relatively low ratings. The
variations between the student groups were also significant on both expectations and
perceptions of university as a study destination. Table (2) summarises the average ratings on
students' expectations and perceptions on the key factors.
Discussion
 In general students appear to be relatively satisfied with the performance of the university
achieving a mean value of 4 or above on all factors. As shown in Table 1,
the results indicate that the expectations were not met on any of the factors.
Table 1. Expectations and Perceptions
             Factor Analysis and  MANOVA
Factors/Variables Expectations n=309 Perceptions n=305
Factor Alpha Mean St.Dev. Factor Alpha Mean St.Dev.
F1.Education Standard & facilities 0.9406 0.8842
High standard of teaching with quality
Lecturers 6.5 0.94 5.3 1.3
Good access to lecturers 6.4 0.97 5.3 1.23
Valuable feedback from lecturers 6.3 1.05 5.2 1.25
High standard of lecture material 6.4 1.01 5.2 1.29
Manageable class sizes 6.1 1.28 4.8 1.45
Modern library facilities 6.5 0.88 5.3 1.45
Good operating hours of library access 6.4 1.05 5.3 1.39
Modern computer facilities 6.5 0.92 4.7 1.54
Good access to computer labs 6.5 0.92 4.9 5.02
F2. Student Support 0.9064 n=299 0.9058 n=287
Information available through the
Internet
6.1 0.94 5.1 1.14
Information available compared to other
universities
5.8 1.15 5 1.15
International orientation programs 5.9 1.11 5.2 1.16
Counselling services 6 1.09 4.8 1.24
Social activities 5.8 1.14 4.8 1.18
Close working relationships between students 6.1 1.23 4.4 1.35
Complaints process for services and facilities 6.2 1.15 4 1.51
F3. Prestige and Image 0.8951 n=309 0.8799 n=305
High image and prestige within
Australia
6.1 1.13 5.1 1.31
High image and prestige internationally 6 1.13 4.7 1.41
High image and prestige within own
country
6.1 1.24 5.2 1.53
Academic courses recognised in own country. 6.3 1.14 5.7 1.22
F4. Customer Value 0.8252 n=303 0.8002 n=302
Competitive fees 6 1.17 5 1.32
Fees that offer value for money 6.2 1.11 4.9  1.36
Flexible timetables 6 1.14 4.9 1.32
F5. Information and guidance 0.8408 n=289 0.8732 n=304
Information and guidance by overseas 5.8 1.44 4.2 1.43
Consultants
Information and guidance by Australian
embassies and other government
agencies
5.9 1.34 4.2 1.41
Scale: Strongly disagree = 1,  Strongly agree = 7
Table 2: Average ratings on students' Expectations (E) and Perceptions (P)
Factors/Student
groups
China
E       P P-E
India
E      P P-E
Indonesia
E        P
.
P-E
Thailand
E        P P-E
Education
standard
and facilities
5.7    5.2 -.05 6.6   4.7 -1.9 6.5     5.4 -.09 6.4     4.9 -1.5
Student Support 5.2    4.8 -.04 6.4   4.5 -1.9 6.0     4.9 -1.1 5.9     4.5 -1.4
Prestige
and Image
5.4    5.0 -.04 6.5   4.7 -1.8 6.2     5.5 -.07 5.9     5.0 -.09
Customer Value 5.4    4.9 -.05 6.4   4.8 -.06 6.1     5.1 -1.0 5.6     4.6 -1.0
Information
and guidance
4.8    4.3 -.05 6.2   3.8 -2.4 6.1     4.1 -2.0 5.6     4.2 -1.4
Scale: Strongly disagree = 1,  Strongly agree = 7
The gap between expectations and perceptions was an indicator of student dissatisfaction on
the performance of the university as a study destination. Significant gaps with low ratings on
perceptions were found with a number of key issues such as good access to computer labs,
complaints process for services and facilities, information and guidance from overseas
consultants, information and guidance by Australian embassies and other government
agencies, and fees that offer value for money indicating that these issues were of great concern
to student groups.
Table 2 highlights that Indian students appeared to have the highest expectations and the
lowest satisfaction levels compared to other groups. This was applicable to all five factors and
individual variables as demonstrated by the comparative ratings of expectations and
perceptions. Among all groups, Indian and Thai students had the lowest customer satisfaction
ratings for education standard and facilities, student support and customer value while all
groups ranked very low on information and guidance. Chinese students showed relatively low
ratings on expectations for all factors with only marginal differences in their ratings for
perceptions, Indonesian students showed consistently higher ratings on perceptions for all
factors.
Implications
The above findings would serve as useful inputs to the management and marketing processes
of international educational programs by universities. They also provide an insight into the
impact of culture and the socio-economic background on the decision-making behaviour of
the students. In particular, it is evident that students are generally dissatisfied with the
information and guidance provided by agents, embassies and universities in getting to
Australia and with support services provided in Australia. These issues need to be addressed
by Australian universities.
Limitations and future research
The main limitation of the study is its focus only on universities in Victoria. An extension of
the study to other states of Australia would therefore provide further insight. A comparative
analysis of the satisfaction levels of students enrolled in different universities to test variances
between the institutions is also proposed. It would also be useful to extend the research on
CS/D of international students choosing study destinations other than Australia.
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